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CAN  THE  BIBLE  HELP  US  TODAY? 


Anxiety  has  been  defined  as  "the  burden  of  the 
heart  under  pressure."  Scan  the  faces  of  those  who 
surround  you  in  the  subway,  the  restaurant  or  the  su- 
permarket; indeed,  scan  the  face  that  meets  you  in 
the  mirror  in  the  morning  and  chances  are  you  will 
find  anxiety  writ  large.  To  justify  such  fretfulness 
we  point  to  a  menacingly  long  list  of  soul  buckling 
problems:   crime  in  the  streets,  war  in  Vietnam,  in- 
flation, the  population  explosion,  atmospheric  pollu- 
tion and  a  host  of  others.  In  short,  we  feel  entitled 
to  our  anxieties  because  so  much  is  wrong  in  this  God- 
made  man- spoiled  world. 

Let  me  enter  a  minority  opinion,  however,  and 
suggest  that  much  of  what  troubles  us  is  traceable  not 
to  the  assumption  that  we  are  over-burdened,  but  rather 
to  the  fact  that  we  are  underpowered »  The  problems  we 
face  are  real  enough,  but  so  too  are  the  resources  that 
we  tend  to  neglect .  And  none  more  so  than  the  Bible . 

■*  *  * 

In  a  formal  and  symbolic  way  the  Bible  is  very 
much  a  part  of  our  society.  Brides  still  carry  the 
Bible  down  the  aisle  on  their  wedding  day.  Presidents 
still  take  the  oath  of  office  with  one  hand  on  the 
Bible.  This  book  is  still  the  best  selling  book  pub- 
lished in  the  nation.  The  Gideons  continue  to  stock 
our  hotel  and  motel  rooms  with  copies  of  the  Scriptures 

But  to  say  that  the  Bible  plays  a  vital  role  in 
our  life  would  be  stretching  the  point.  Our  personal 
self -under standing,  not  to  mention  our  national  self- 
under standing,  can  hardly  be  said  to  be  informed  by 
the  Bible.  We  have  on  our  hands  a  book  that  is  bought 
but  not  read,  a  volume  that  is  more  a  relic  that  we 
revere  than  a  word  to  which  we  respond.   My  friend 
John  Mellin,  pastor  of  the  First  Presbyterian  Church 
in  this  city,  tried  to  reverse  this  trend  when  he  in- 
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sisted  that  no  copy  of  the  Bible  be  placed  in  the  cor- 
nerstone of  a  new  wing  his  church  built  a  few  years 
ago.   It  was  his  point,  and  well  made,  that  the  Bible  f 
was  not  for  entombment  in  stone.   It  belongs  in  the 
hands  and  hearts  of  the  people.  But  this  is  a  losing 
battle,  at  least  for  the  time  being. 

We  can't  blame  this  state  of  affairs  on  the  book 
itself.  We  can't  say  that  its  binding  is  too  sombre, 
its  print  too  small,  that  its  two- column  pages  put  us 
off  and  its  antiquated  language.   In  our  day  there  is 
within  the  reach  of  all  of  us  a  whopping  variety  of 
versions  and  translations.  There  is  an  assortment  of 
colors  and  bindings.  There  is  good  print  even  for  the 
dimmest  eyes.   There  is  helpful  paragraphing.  And 
there  are  study  editions  that  give  us  succinct  intro- 
ductions to  each  of  the  books,  and  supply  us  with  foot- 
notes that  help  clarify  difficult  passages. 

You  can  receive  the  Bible  today  in  language  as 
tame  or  colloquial  as  you  please .  The  sedate  language 
of  the  King  James  Version  is  still  available  as  is  the 
racy  translation  of  the  New  English  Bible.  In  John   A 
21:6  where  Jesus  meets  the  disciples  who  had  been  fish- 
ing without-  success,  the  Revised  Standard  Version  has 
Jesus  saying  "Cast  the  net  on  the  right  side  and  you 
will  find  some."  The  New  English  Bible  renders  Jesus' 
words;  "Shoot  the  net  to  starboard,  and  you  will  make 
a  catctu"  The  range  is  wide.  There  is  a  version,  or 
translation  to  meet  every  taste.  No  longer  can  it  be 
said  that  the  Bible  is  the  preserve  of  the  profession- 
al.  Said  Karl  Barth,  "The  statement,  'I  am  a  mere  lay- 
man and  not  a  theologian, '  is  evidence  not  of  humility 
but  of  indolence."  The  availability  of  the  Bible  is  at 
an  all  time  high,  but  our  ignorance  of  the  Bible  could 
very  well  be  at  an  all  time  low.  We  really  don't  be- 
lieve that  the  Bible  can  help  us. 


I  believe  this  ancient  book  can  help.  Let  me  sug- 
gest how.  For  one  thing,  it  can  deepen  our  confidence 
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in  the  purposes  of  God.  Too  often  we  come  to  the 
Scriptures  for  the  wrong  kind  of  assistance .   Some  pre- 
dicament of  the  moment  pains  us  and  we  look  to  this 
venerable  book  for  instant  help.  As  a  rule  the  Bible 
does  not  yield  its  treasure  when  approached  in  this 
manner .  We  tend  to  see  the  Bible  as  a  kind  of  first- 
aid  kit.  We  grab  it  and  use  it  and  put  it  down  again. 
Perhaps  it  would  be  more  accurate  to  suggest  that  we 
look  upon  it  as  a  "how  to"  manual .  In  our  society 
there  is  a  pronounced  impatience  with  red  tape*  We  want 
immediate  informational  answers  to  lots  of  questions. 
As  one  travels  about  the  country  he  notices  that  more 
and  more  newspapers  are  featuring  a  column  to  help  meet 
this  wanto  Such  columns  bear  catching  names  like  "Di- 
rect Line/'  or  "Action  Line."  A  number  of  radio  sta- 
tions go  into  an  "open  mike"  formation  to  offer  the 
listening  public  a  similar  service.   "My  sister  went 
off  to  the  west  ten  years  ago  and  I  haven't  heard  from 
her,  what  shall  I  do?"  Or,  "There  is  no  heat  in  my 
house  and  the  landlord  won't  listen,  to  whom  shall  I 
go?"  The  willingness  of  newspapers  and  radio  stations 
to  be  of  immediate  help  is  salutary  and  to  be  encour- 
aged. Yet j,  we  ought  to  listen  to  Richard  Nelbuhr  when 
he  says,  "The  God  who  is  primarily  a  helper  towards 
the  attainment  of  human  wishes  is  not  the  being  to  whom 
Christ  said  'Thy  will  not  mine  be  done.'"  1 

The  Bible  is  not  at  its  best  when  we  come  to  it 
for  on-the-spot,  ready  made  solutions  to  the  predica- 
ment of  the  moment.  1  agree  with  the  late  Samuel  Shoe- 
maker that  some  who  have  gone  to  the  Bible  using  what 
he  called  the  "lucky-dip ¥   method  (opening  at  random 
and  blindly  picking  a  verse)  have  found  help.  The  Bible 
is  infinitely  more  helpful,  however,  when  it  steadies 
the  heart  by  giving  us  a  better  perspective  on  life. 
God  has  a  plan.  This  is  what  keeps  coming  through  to 
us  in  Scripture.  This  plan  is  not  equally  obvious  in 
all  parts  of  the  Bible.   It  cannot  be  maintained  that 
the  Bible  is  homogenized.  The  purposes  of  God  may  not 
be  as  clear  in  the  Song  of  Solomon,  for  example,  as 
they  are  in  the  Book  of  Exodus.  But  in  the  aggregate, 
on  the  whole,  one  cannot  read  this  book  with  any  fre- 
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quency  without  being  sensitive  to  the  fact  that  God  has 
a  plan.  We  don't  always  see  this  plan.  Sometimes  it 
sinks  beneath  the  sight-line  of  faith.   But  we  believe 
the  plan  is  there  nonetheless.   God  is  up  to  something 
in  history.  This  is  not  an  orphaned  planet,  drifting 
aimlessly  through  space. 

I  learned  the  other  day  that  the  men  who  were 
taken  captive  off  the  Pueblo  and  placed  in  a  prison  for 
eleven  months  in  North  Korea  made  a  valiant  effort  to 
recover  as  much  of  the  Bible  as  they  could  recall.  Not 
allowed  a  copy  of  the  Scriptures,  they  tried  to  remem- 
ber the  verses  they  had  once  learned.  One  letter  from 
home  conveyed  the  entire  text  of  the  91st  Psalm  written 
out  in  longhand: 

"He  that  dwelleth  in  the  secret  place  of 
the  Most  High  shall  abide  under  the 
shadow  of  the  Almighty. 
I  will  say  of  the  Lord,  He  is  my  refuge 
and  my  fortress:  my  God;  in  him 
will  I  trust."        (Psalm  91:1=2)  KJV 

I 
One  of  the  priceless  qualities  of  the  Bible  is 

its  ability  to  communicate  poise  even  in  the  darkest 
hour.   It  has  the  power  to  keep  us  from  knuckling  under 
to  the  present  and  from  being  overly  enamored  of  our 
own  novelties.   C.S.  Lewis  said,  "Our  own  age  is  also 
'a  period, '  and  certainly  has,  like  all  periods,  its 
own  characteristic  illusions.  They  are  likeliest  to 
lurk  in  those  widespread  assumptions  which  are  so  in- 
grained in  the  age  that  no  one  dares  to  attack  or  feels 
it  necessary  to  defend  them."  2 

The  Bible  can  deepen  our  confidence  in  the  pur- 
poses of  God.  Moreover,  the  Bible  has  a  way  of  pulling 
us  into  the  story  thus  giving  us  a  new  identity  and  a 
sense  of  cause.  Unless  we  take  steps  to  prevent  it,  we 
are  likely  to  fall  into  what  might  be  called  the  "com- 
muter' s"  view  of  Biblical  interpretation.   That  is,  we 
tend  to  look  upon  the  cast  of  Bible  characters  as  an 
assortment  of  worthies  and  unworthies  from  whom  we  can 
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learn.   So,  like  commuters,  we  travel  back  to  one  or 
two  of  these  characters  and  then  commute  back  to  the 
present  to  see  how  we  can  apply  what  we  have  learned. 
This  has  long  been  a  teaching  and  preaching  method  in 
the  church. 

When  we  come  to  understand  that  we  are  continuous 
with  the  story,  however,  we  give  up  the  need  to  commute 
because  we  see  ourselves  as  fellow  participants  in  the 
drama.   The  Bible  really  only  speaks  when  we  partici- 
pate in  the  same  spiritual  history  out  of  which  the 
record  came .  We  do  not  look  at  the  men  and  women  of 
the  Bible.  Rather,  we  look  with  them.  Oh  we  look  at 
them  all  right.  We  ask  the  questions  every  good  news 
reporter  asks,  "Who?"  "What?"   "Why?"   "When?"  "Where?" 
But  the  people  of  the  Bible  are  not  to  be  seen  as  iso- 
lated and  distant.  They  are  brothers  and  sisters  bound 
to  us  in  the  common  venture  of  faith. 

In  Deuteronomy  5  where  the  Decalog  in  its  second 
form  is  given,  we  find  these  words:  "Yahweh  our  God 
made  a  covenant  with  us  in  Horeb."  This  is  being  said 
I by  generations  of  Jews  long  removed  from  the  original 
giving  of  the  law0   "Yahweh  our  God  made  a  covenant 
with  us  in  Horeb.  Not  with  our  fathers  did  Yahweh  make 
this  covenant,  but  with  us,  who  are  all  of  us  here  a- 
live  this  day."  (Deut.  5:2-3)  The  Old  Testament  schol- 
ar Bernhard  Anderson  comments,  "The  community,  as  it 
reheard  the  story,  experienced  this  past  history  as  the 
depth  of  the  present:  as  the  basis  of  its  knowledge  of 
who  God  is  and  the  basis  of  its  self -under standing  and 
vocation o"  3 

We  have  a  way  of  looking  condescendingly  on  the 
first  Christians  and  referring  to  them  as  the  primitive 
church.  But  we  are  the  primitive  church  no  less  than 
they.  This  is  what  Arend  Van  Leeuwen  gets  at  when  he 
says,  "There  does  not  seem  to  be  any  definite  dividing- 
line  that  one  can  point  to  between  the  New  Testament 
itself  and  what  came  after  it.  The  Apostles  did  not 
succeed  in  carrying  the  Gospel  'to  the  utter-most  parts 
of  the  earth; '  and  the  close  of  the  ages  has  not  ar- 
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rived  yet.  If  they  were  conversant  with  the  'last  day,1 
then  so  are  we.  Our  history  is  included  within  the   A 
same  eschatological  setting  that  they  lived  in  them-  9 
selves;  and-to  put  it  the  other  way  round-their  witness 
was  subject  to  the  same  charge  and  the  same  promise  as 
is  our  own/'  k     As  we  read  the  Scriptures  we  find  that 
the  church's  long  past  now  becomes  our  past,  our  memory, 
our  history.  Thus  we  are  drawn  to  a  new  identity  and 
a  new  sense  of  mission. 

People  are  searching  for  a  new  identity  today.  One 
can  hardly  pick  up  a  newspaper  or  a  magazine  without 
seeing  an  ad  inviting  purchase  of  a  family  Coat  of  Arms* 
In  a  day  when  so  few  really  care  who  we  are  there  is 
something  reassuring  about  having  the  family  Coat  of 
Arras  posted  on  the  wail,,  Our  black  friends  are  trying 
to  discover  a  new  self -identity  through  a  belated  con- 
nection with  Africa o  The  pages  of  the  Bible  draw  us 
into  a  new  succession  and  make  us  heirs  of  the  tradition 
of  faith. 

A  Frenchman  who  had  become  a  naturalized  citizen 
of  Great  Britain  was  asked  how  it  felt  making  such  a  f 
change.  He  said,  "I.  woke  up  one  morning  having  lost 
the  Battle  of  Waterloo.  I  went  to  bed  that  night  hav- 
ing won  ito"  He  had  passed  over  into  a  new  history. 

Finally,  this  book  can  confirm  us  in  the  truth 
that  God  is  love*   "The  Christian  confidence  in  the  love 
of  God  is  an  absolute  presupposition  which  is  the  first 
to  be  affirmed  and  the  last  to  be  abandoned."  3,       So 
writes  Kenneth  Cauthen  of  Crozier  Seminary,  I  agree. 
But  to  maintain  the  conviction  that  there  is  love  at 
the  heart  of  things  is  not  easy. 

My  friends,  hear  me  carefully,  the  Bible  is  not 
first  and  foremost  a  call  to  virtue.  This  is  the  popu- 
lar misunderstanding  not  only  on  the  outside  but  fre- 
quently on  the  inside  as  well.  You  know  how  it  goes. 
We  leaf  through  the  Bible  to  find  examples  of  stellar 
character  and  admirable  commitment.  We  underscore  the 
meekness  of  Moses,  the  courage  of  Daniel,  the  patience 
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of  Job,  the  wisdom  of  Solomon,  the  strength  of  Samson, 
the  curiosity  of  Nicodemus,  the  perseverance  of 
Zaccheus.  We  all  need  models  and  could  surely  do  lots 
worse  than  fashion  our  lives  after  men  of  this  calibre. 
What  disturbs  me  is  that  most  people  are  under  the  im- 
pression that  because  Moses  was  meek  or  Daniel  coura- 
geous or  Solomon  wise  he  earned  a  relationship  with 
God. 

Biblical  truth  is  instructive ,  but  not  in  the  first 
place.  Biblical  truth  in  the  first  place  is  redemptive e 
The  notion  must  be  scotched  at  once  that  the  Bible  is  a 
compendium  of  moral  advice  which,  if  obeyed,  will  earn 
us  fellowship  with  God.  There  are  imperatives  in  the 
Bible,  but  they  all  rest  on  one  altogether  vital  indic- 
ative, the  indicative  that  God  is  love„  The  Biblical 
drama  has  to  do  not  with  man's  search  for  God,  but  with 
God's  search  for  man.  The  first  question  in  the  Garden 
was  not  asked  by  Adam,  "God,  where  art  Thou?"  It  was 
asked  by  God,  "Adam,  where  are  thou?" 

Let  no  moralistic  veil  be  dropped  "between  our- 
selves and  the  fundamental  heartbeat  of  this  book;  name- 
ly,  that  God  has  a  love  affair  with  the  world.  This  is 
the  reason  why  Abraham  was  called,  why  the  prophets 
were  touched  on  the  shoulder  and  commanded  to  speak, 
why  the  Son  came,  why  the  apostles  were  chosen,  and 
why  the  church  is  here-that  men  might  know  that  God  is 
lovea 

This  love  found  its  supreme  focus  in  Jesus  Christ. 
I  doubt  that  we  have  any  sweeter  Christian  personality 
in  our  time  than  Frank  Laubacfa*   He  has  written  many 
books,  but  I  think  the  one  that  helps  me  most  is  one 
called  The  Greatest  Life.   In  this  book,  using  Good- 
spead's  translation,  the  author  presents  the  Gospel 
story  in  the  first  person  as  though  Jesus  were  telling 
it.  Let  me  give  you  a  sample.  As  you  hear  it  you  will 
feel  the  love  of  God  moving  toward  you.   "When  Pilate 
saw  that  he  was  gaining  nothing  but  that  riot  was  be- 
ginning instead,  he  took  some  water  and  washed  his 
hands  in  the  presence  of  the  crowd,  saying,  'I  am  not 
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responsible  for  this  man's  death;  you  must  see  to  it 
yourselves.'  And  all  the  people  answered,  'His  blood 
be  on  us  and  our  children I '   They  persisted  with  loud  9 
outcries  in  demanding  that  I  be  crucified,  and  their 
shouting  won.  And  Pilate  pronounced  sentence  that  what 
they  asked  for  should  be  done.  He  released  the  man 
they  asked  for,  who  had  been  put  in  prison  for  riot  and 
murder,  and  handed  me  over  to  their  will.  And  when  they 
had  finished  making  sport  of  me,  they  took  off  the  cloak, 
and  put  my  own  clothes  on  me,  and  led  me  away  to  be  cru- 
cified." 6  In  a  day  when  so  many  are  trying  to  bend, 
staple,  fold  and  punch  us  let  us  remember  that  the  most 
significant  fact  about  our  life  is  that  we  are  loved  by 
God. 


I  do  not  minimize  the  problems  that  we  face.   In  a 
sense,  we  are  entitled  to  our  anxieties.   I  am  suggest- 
ing that  we  try  on  another  diagnosis  for  size.   It  may 
not  be  so  much  the  case  that  we  are  over-burdened  as  it 
is  that  we  are  under -nourished.  We've  all  had  the  ex- 
perience of  going  to  a  doctor  believing  that  something  £ 
rather  special  was  wrong  with  us,  the  kind  of  thing 
that  doesn't  afflict  the  average  person.  What  a  come- 
down to  have  the  doctor  start  with  those  simple  diagnos- 
tic tactics;  the  thermometer  under  the  tongue,  the 
stethescope  on  the  heart,  the  reading  of  the  pulse.  And 
then  such  questions  as:  "Are  you  sleeping  enough?"  Are 
you  eating  wisely?"   "Are  you  getting  enough  exercise?" 
If  the  basic  regimen  of  our  life  is  amiss,  correction 
must  begin  there . 

Might  it  be  that  we  sag  beneath  the  burden  of  our 
years  because  we  have  neglected  one  of  God's  means  of 
grace,  the  Bible?  If  you  are  reading  it  everyday,  keep 
reading  it.   If  for  one  reason  or  another  you  feel  that 
you  have  graduated  beyond  its  reach,  I  implore  you  to 
begin  to  read  it  again,  on  a  daily  basis,  at  least  be- 
tween Thanksgiving  and  Christmas.   See  if  this  practice 
doesn't  help;  by  giving  you  a  renewed  confidence  in  the 
purposes  of  God;  by  pulling  you  into  the  story  and  giv- 
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ing  you  a  new  identity;  and  by  keeping  alive  in  your 
heart  the  fact  that  God  is  love. 


FOOTNOTES: 

1.  Niebuhr,  Richard,  The  Meaning  of  Revelation,  p.  36 
Macmillan,  New  York  1962 

2.  Lewis,  C.S.,  Surprised  By  Joy,  p.  208 
Har court,  Brace,  New  York  1955 

3-  Anderson,  Bernhard,  "The  Contempoaneity  of  the 
Bible,"  p.  ^5,   The  Princeton  Seminary  Bulletin, 
Summer  of  1969 

I 

w  k.      Leeuwen,  Arend  Th.  Van,  Christianity  in  World 
History,  pp.  108-9,  Edinburgh  House  Press, 
London,  1964 

5 •   Cauthen,  Kenneth,  Science  Secularization  and  God, 
p.  Qk,    Abingdon  Press  1967 

6.  Laubach,  Frank,  The  Greatest  Life,  p.  176, 
Fleming  H.  Re veil  Company,  Canada  1956 


-  9  - 


• 


69/35 


